Behaviours with no apparent adaptive function are sometimes described as play without rigorous testing of alternative explanations. One such behaviour is the repeated dropping and catching of objects by birds. We observed drop-catch behaviour by herring gulls over 3 years at a site where the birds frequently dropped clams to break them on hard surfaces below. We tested unique suites of predictions from three hypotheses, that the drop-catch behaviour is play, that it functions to expose potential kleptoparasites, or that it serves to reposition clams before foraging drops. We tested data from 72 drop-catch series and 504 typical foraging drop series to determine which suite of predictions most closely matched our observations. As predicted if the behaviour were play, drop-catches were performed more by younger birds, not necessarily over a hard substrate, and sometimes with nonfood objects. Clams that were subjected to drop-catches were generally not repositioned or eaten. These results suggest a motivation for drop-catching that is distinct from foraging. Finally, drop-catches were more frequent when it was warm and when there were high winds, also consistent with the play hypothesis. Drop-catch behaviour closely matched the predictions of the play hypothesis and we were able to reject the two alternative explanations.
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Herring gulls often forage on clams by dropping them onto hard surfaces such as asphalt roads to crack the shell (reviewed in Cristol & Switzer 1999). Occasionally, rather than letting clams drop, gulls attempt to catch them before they hit the ground (hereafter, drop-catch behaviour). Similar behaviour has been labelled play in this and other gull species (e.g. Humphreys 1964; Terry 1990; Wheeler 1943) . However, most such reports are anecdotal and do not provide a rationale for classifying the behaviour as play. In fact, play is often used as a largely untested default explanation when an observer forms the subjective opinion that a given behaviour has no immediate function (Martin & Caro 1985) .
Because there are so many forms of play the definition is necessarily broad. One commonly cited definition is 'apparently purposeless activity with no immediate adaptive goal, utilizing species-typical motor programs that are exaggerated in intensity or number of repetitions, or misordered compared to mature behaviour, or mixed together with behaviour appropriate to different contexts' (Gould & Gould 1994, pp. 164-165) . This generality has made it easy for researchers to dismiss any enigmatic behaviour as play without rigorous testing. One example of such a behaviour is the drop-catch performed by gulls, which is repetitive, utilizes motor programmes typical of gull foraging behaviour, and seems to serve no immediate adaptive goal.
Play is rarer among birds than mammals, possibly because elevated body temperature, small size, and high activity lead to greater metabolic stress and lower energy reserves in birds (e.g. Barber 1991; but see Gould & Gould 1994, page 165) . Of the three categories into which play behaviour is normally divided, social, locomotor and object, birds are most often reported to engage in object play, that is, activity directed towards an inanimate object (Ficken 1977; Ortega & Bekoff 1987) . This involves manipulating, but not eating, objects found near the bird such as leaves, twigs, stones, or prey (Gould & Gould 1994, page 165) . Both locomotor and object play have been reported in members of the avian order Charadriiformes, which includes gulls (Ortega & Bekoff 1987) .
Our objective in this study was to test three proximate explanations for the function of an unusual behaviour that has been described as play in the past without rigorous testing (e.g. Graham 1988; Warden 1982) . We tested the hypothesis that drop-catch behaviour by gulls is play. We also tested two alternative hypotheses to explain the dropping and catching of prey. In the kleptoparasite detection hypothesis, the drop-catch is explained as allowing the gull dropping a clam to Correspondence: D. Cristol, Department of Biology, P.O. Box 8795, College of William and Mary, Williamsburg, VA 23187-8795, U.S.A. (email: dacris@wm.edu 
